Mark P. Bangert

‘This is my Blood of the New Testa-
ment’. The Institution of the Lord'’s
Supper in Bach’s Matthew Passion:
An Exemplar for Hearing the Passion

Abstract

The context in which Bach composed most
of his choral works includes a parish liturgi-
cal practice which was regularized and far-
reaching. An examination of Bach’s setting
of the Words of Institution in BWv 244 sug-
gests that there is a symbiotic relationship
between the Passion of Christ and actual par-
ticipation in the Lord’s Supper.

That relationship finds unique contempo-
rary support in a volume of sermons
preached and published by one of Bach’s fa-
vorite authors, August Pfeiffer. In his Der
wohlbewdhrte Evangelische Aug=Apfel, a
copy of which Bach had in his library, Pfeif-
fer proposes to assist contemporary commu-
nicants chiefly by urging an active remem-
brance of Christ’s passion. In this way the
purpose of the Lord’s Supper scene in BWv
244 is to provoke deeper involvement in a
ritual practice already occurring, and it there-
fore serves as an exemplar for all of one’s
engagement with the Matthdus-Passion.

Introduction

In his book Bach Among the Theologians,
Jaroslav Pelikan provides useful assistance
for anyone interested in exploring the con-
nections between the music of Bach and cur-
rent eighteenth-century theology. He advises
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an examination both of the context in which
Bach’s works originated as well as their con-
tent.! Putting such advice to work leads one
to a new appreciation for Bach’s setting of
the Words of institution in the Lord’s Sup-
per sequence of his Matthdus-Passion BWV
244. Like no other moment in that passion
the Lord’s Supper scene begs recognition of
current liturgical practice, thus setting up a
unique symbiotic relationship between Je-
sus’ passion and the celebration of the
Lord’s Supper among those believers in
eighteenth-century Leipzig. As such, the
scene further advances itself as exemplar for
understanding the purpose of the entire musi-
cal work.

I. The words of Institution at St. Thomas
in Leipzig

For the average worshipper at St. Thomas li-
turgical piety strongly embraced if not cen-
tered in Lord’s Supper theology. The normal
weekly schedule, according to Giinther
Stiller,? provided that the chief Sunday serv-
ice be sacramental and that a midweek cele-
bration be available for those who desired it.
Attendees experienced these services either
as full participants or as sacramental ob-
servers who then could note anywhere from
200-400 people receiving the elements at a
typical service.? Liturgies for these services
derived from early Reformation Saxon mod-
els, themselves patterned after the Formula
missae and Deutsche Messe of Martin
Luther.* As a whole they provided for the
singing of the old antiphonal Latin Preface
versicles on all Festivals (at least fifteen
times a year), and for the singing of the
Words of Institution at every service except
on Palm Sunday and the three Sundays be-
fore.’ Depending upon the level of purpose-
ful or inadvertent improvisation pastors sang
the Words of Institution or verba according
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to one of three possible tones.® Liturgical
variations made possible by the Leipzig
1712 Agenda,” according to Stiller, fell into
four patterns regularly used at St. Thomas:

1. Festivals: Latin Preface, Latin Sanctus,
German Lord’s Prayer and the verba
(sung by the pastor);

2. Ordinary Sundays: German Lord’s Prayer
and the verba (both sung by the pastor);

3. Sundays during Lent, beginning with
Oculi, the third: Luther’s Paraphrase of
the Lord’s Prayer, his Exhortation (both
from the Deutsche Messe), and German
verba (spoken by the pastor);8

4. Maundy Thursday: Latin Preface and
Sanctus, Luther’s Paraphrase and Exhor-
tation, German Lord’s Prayer and the
verba (both sung by the pastor).9

Immediately following the verba in the first
option above the people were accustomed to
singing the Agnus Dei in Latin. In the sec-
ond option above they were to sing ‘Jesus
Christus unser Heiland’!? or ‘Gott, sei
gelobet’.!! “If there were many communi-
cants’,'? the German Agnus Dei was to be
sung (text and music provided in the 1712
Agenda'?) which is the chorale assigned to
the ripieno sopranos in the first movement
of the Matthdus-Passion. According to
Stiller and important to this study, among
the many other hymns regularly used during
Holy Communion was a metrical version of
Psalm 23, ‘Der Herr ist mein getreuer
Hirt’.!4 The shepherd image, it will be dis-
covered, was a favorite meeting ground for
themes from the passion history and the
Lord’s Supper.

Ceremonial specifications called the wor-
shippers to give special attention to the na-
ture of these services of Holy Communion.
The regular use of chasubles, wax candles,
kneeling at the ‘consecration’, sacring bells,
and houseling cloths, '3 represent a practice

The Institution of the Lord’s Supper

216

which, albeit conservative for the time, nev-
ertheless called for high celebrative re-
sponse.

Participants entered these liturgical events
with no little catechetical preparation. If Hut-
ter’s Compendium is a measure of the kind
of theological expertise required of an edu-
cated communicant, such a worshipper was
expected to know well the various confes-
sional nuances of sacramental theology pro-
posed by the reformers and Rome. !¢ To be
sure, most of this theological know-how had
to do with the controversies revolving
around real presence. Yet, even in their fuss-
ing over controversies, the people kept re-
turning to the verba for if one was to know
anything at all about the Lord’s Supper, the
verba were the source and summary of
every discussion — as Luther made clear in
the Small Catechism."” For the verba con-
tained the promise, and the promise was one
of ‘forgiveness of sins, life and salvation’.!®
Therefore the verba were a ‘thousand times
more important than the elements of the sac-
rament’.'?

This high regard for the verba was a mark
of orthodox Lutheranism. Leonard Fendt
wrote years ago that the distinguishing fea-
ture of evangelical worship was the Word of
God, like a ‘soul’ breathed into traditional
form.20 Yet, when pressed, orthodox Luther-
ans were never sure what God was doing in
those words: were they prayer, blessing,
proclamation, consecration, or commen-
tary??! Perhaps in retrospect one could say
all of that in varying degrees. For ordinary
forms of the liturgy at St. Thomas pastors
were directed to sing the verba according to
the formulary tone of the Lord’s Prayer
(with roots in the Formula missae). For the
festival services the Gospel tone was em-
ployed (with roots in the Deutsche Messe).
These patterns encouraged parishioners to re-
ceive the verba as prayer or proclamation,
or both. Catecheses would nudge them to-



wards proclamation, and that was strength-
ened by the occasional use of Luther’s ‘Ex-
hortation’. In that piece Luther urged wor-
shippers, to

discern the Testament of Christ in true faith
and, above all, take to heart the words
wherein Christ imparts [emphasis mine] to
his body and his blood for the remission of
our sins.22

Prior to this ‘Exhortation’ in the ‘Paraphrase
of the Lord’s Prayer’ of the Deutsche Messe,
the people were invited to ‘lift up your
hearts’,?? perhaps a deliberate reference to
the Sursum corda of the Preface versicles,
but surely a sign that the Lord’s Supper was
understood to be the moment for turning
one’s heart to the words of promise in the
verba.

Conscious of the need to persist in remind-
ing worshippers what was given and recei-
ved in the Lord’s Supper, keepers of the li-
turgy at St. Thomas arranged to have ser-
mons on that sacrament each Maundy Thurs-
day, the one day of the year when the Epis-
tle (1 Cor. 11) rather than the Gospel was
used as sermon text. Together with Bach’s
tenure cantata librettists referenced the
Lord’s Supper in more than forty-five indivi-
dual works.24

A review of this kind accents the observa-
tion that St. Thomas took seriously its heri-
tage as a church of Word and Sacrament.25
It also makes clear how the liturgy of the
Lord’s Supper permeated a typical parish-
ioner’s worship life, begging attention to the
wide-ranging dynamics it could afford. Such
a complex of theological idea, ritual habit,
pastoral memory, and religious feeling, as is
true for any kind of regularized cultic prac-
tice, could be tapped at any. one of many
places to provide access to the entire com-
plex.

One can argue, therefore, that a sung re-
cital of the verba® would be an access point
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to this vast complex of sacramental piety. In
the Matthaus-Passion, Picander (i.e. Chris-
tian Friedrich Henrici) reached into the reser-
voir by providing free text following the
verba. Bach, acknowledging that lead, cre-
ated obvious musical linkage to support the
text of Picander. Provoked by these connec-
tions, we turn, then, to the Matthdus-Passion
in order to explore the composer’s setting of
the Words of Institution and their relation-
ship to surrounding material.

II. The verba in the St. Matthew Passion

In the 1734 edition of the libretto for the
Matthdus-Passion, Picander made it clear
that the recitative and aria immediately fol-
lowing the biblical text of the verba were to
be understood as interpretive since he subti-
tled the entire section ‘Als Jesus das Abend-
mahl gehalten’.?’ At a minimum, therefore,
we should consider as a musical unit all the
material beginning with measure 16 of NBA
11 and concluding with the aria, NBA 13.
Given that, some observations may be made:

1. Bach has followed conventional practice
by setting the words of Jesus in NBA 11, mm.
16ff, in arioso form, accompagnato.?®
Within that precedent, however, he seems to
have taken great care to provide captivating
melody and counterpoint, hardly surpassed
by any other set of Jesus’ words within the
total work.

2. Following the lead of Matthew’s Gospel
the saying about the bread is quite short. Mu-
sically, its beginning and ending are shaped
by the figures anabasis and katabasis (see
Example 1, A1 and A2) to enable an empha-
sis on the word ‘ist’ .2% The same two fig-
ures appear again for the saying about the
wine in mm. 24f., and occur passim in the
string parts (v.11, m. 28; v. 11 and va, m. 34).
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Fragment A1 is used extensively seriatim in
the voice part, mm. 33-38.

3. The melisma in m. 24 on the word ‘alle’
(all), it has been suggested,’ prompts three
variations: Example 1, B, C, and D. Vari-
ation D might also be derived from the
eighth notes above ‘viele’ (many) in m. 29.
If so, the characteristic downward move-
ment of the continuo in mm. 35ff. might sug-
gest the benefits of these gifts which extend
from one generation to another, while the si-
multaneous upward movement in the voice
part would then signify Jesus’ vow to re-
move himself from further physical partici-

Example 2.

pation until everyone is reunited above. The
anabasis/katabasis contrast throughout these
measures could actually represent a variety
of sacramental energies: taking the cup/put-
ting it down; reaching upward for nourish-
ment/being fed: lifting up the heart/having it
filled (cf. schenken [offer up] and senken
[settle into] in the subsequent aria).

4. Bach uses fragment B (Example 1) at four
locations: mm. 25, 27 (slightly altered), 28
and 30. Each occurrence appears to function
as a punctuation of some sort, i.e., after
‘Trinket alle’ (all of you, drink), ‘neuen Tes-
taments’ (New Testament), ‘vergossen wird’

Oboe d'amore I

Oboe d'amore II
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(is shed), and ‘Vergebung der Siinden’ (for-
giveness of sins). Each phrase receiving
such punctuation represents a major Lu-
theran emphasis in Lord’s Supper theology.
The latter two focus upon redemption
through the shedding of Christ’s blood.

5. The recitative (NBA 12) deals with the im-
pending separation of Christ from the disci-
ples. Oboes d’amore, instruments of love,3!
set the tone with waves of heartfelt love
moved to tears by the absence of Jesus. Yet,
heart-sick longing is not the point. Any feel-
ings of abandonment are transcended by
Christ’s Testament which presently brings
great joy. The Testament bestows gifts
which are ‘Kostbarkeit’ (items of great
value), signalled by the sudden move in the
oboes from parallel thirds to sixths (Exam-
ple 2). Such gifts are real for they arrive in
the hand (katabasis at m. 8). Suddenly quot-
ing John 13:1, Picander calls up one final
Lutheran strain by appealing to Jesus’ pres-
ence as a sign of his love which will go all
the way to the ‘end’. Ultimately, one must
understand that end to be his ‘Vaters Reich’
(the Father’s Kingdom).32

Now what kind of tears are the oboes invi-
ting here? We gain insight from a sermon on
tears by Johann Jacob Rambach, published
in his 1731 Betrachtung der Thrinen und
Seufzer Jesu Christi, a copy of which Bach
had in his library:

Let the world weep because of impatience,
stubbornness, arrogance, hypocrisy, or physi-
cal tenderness. In your eyes there ought be no
tears save those which come from love.33

The tears, then, fall not from despairing sad-
ness but from love and joy precisely because
of the Testament, Christ’s real presence, and
hope for the future.

6. Because the liturgical form of the verba is
a conflation of the biblical accounts, com-
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posers would be dissuaded from using the
customary agenda melodies for the verba in
their settings of the passion histories. So like
others who wrote in the oratorio-passion
style Bach made no overt attempt at quoting
the pastor’s chant.>* Unlike other compos-
ers, Bach never took up the verba as text for
a motet, a genre in which it was possible to
adopt the chant melody as cantus firmus,
e.g. Johann Ahle’s double-chorus setting.’
Apart from such conventions one is tempted
to read the formulary tones into the arioso at
NBA 11. Example 3 provides parts of the
three tones which were included with minor
variations in the 1712 Agenda.3 Tone 1 at A
and Tone 11 at B share some common charac-
teristics, both related, possibly, to fragment
B of the arioso. Further, Tone 11 at C dis-
plays the anabasis/katabasis curvature
(transposed, of course), and the indicated
part of Tone 11 looks much like the melisma
above the word ‘alle’, NBa 11, m. 24.
Whether or not Bach had any of these pat-
terns in mind is after all not demonstrable,
but the similarities tease the imagination.

7. Again in NBA 11, fragments B and C (Ex-
ample 1) clearly function in part as musical
bridges between this arioso and the aria at
NBA 13 two movements later (see Example
4, mm. 18f.). In that aria Bach specified the
soloist to be a soprano indicating, presum-
ably, an ideal believer. Such a one’s ideal re-
sponse is to consist in a heart lifted up ex-
pectedly in hunger, only to be satisfied then
beyond all expectation.

Key relationships within this three-move-
ment Lord’s Supper scene have elicited sig-
nificant analyses offered at first by Friedrich
Smend,” then by Renate Steiger,*® and most
recently by Eric Chafe.?® Overall it can be
said that NBA 11, m. 19, begins in F-major,
moves to C-major at m. 24, and then at mm.
32-33 progresses to G-major which is also



Example 3.

Tone I, beginning:
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Example 4.
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the key for the aria at NBa 13. The interven-
ing recitative wants to be heard at first as e-
minor but concludes rather in C-major. It is
unnecessary to rehearse all the conclusions
which have been drawn from these meas-
ures. For present purposes it is important to
note both the excursion to G-major in which
key Jesus promises not to eat again until the
end-time, and the fact that the aria at NBA 13
occurs in the same key. G-major is also the
key for the ripieno chorale sung in the mid-
dle of the e-minor double-chorus dialog of
the first movement. Martin Petzoldt has
pointed out that those ripieno sopranos
likely represent the voices of heavenly Jeru-
salem.*" The key of G-major then is ad-
vanced as ‘home’ for ‘Vaters Reich’, for the
voices of heavenly Jerusalem, and for the
presence of Christ in the sacrament.

But there are larger key issues here, as
well. Smend called attention to the fact that
the G-major section begins already at NBA
9a, indicating definite connections among
the passover preparation, Lord’s Supper,
and the end-time.*! Intervening flat-keys
from NBA 9 through 11a accommodate the
betrayal of Judas, but the eschatological as-
sertion in the Lord’s Supper material re-
stores the momentum of G-major. A sudden
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detour into E-minor at NBA 12 is temporary,
for a cadence in C-major, serving as the sub-
dominant of G-major, indicates that the reci-
tative is related to the G-major material.

As a response to this initiative from
Smend, it might be possible to embrace addi-
tional movements as part of the Lord’s Sup-
per scene. For instance, one could argue that
NBA 14 also belongs to the Lord’s Supper
section. While introduced in the key of E-mi-
nor, this movement actually moves quite dra-
matically into E-major at which time Jesus
is given to predict his resurrection and his
resurrected presence as the power which
gathers the new community. E-major is also
the key for the subsequent chorale, though
after the chorale things move again quite dra-
matically, this time into C-minor.

Now how can E-major be brought into the
surrounding keyscheme? Eric Chafe’s argu-
ments for tonal allegory in the Matthdius-
Passion are convincing in their large dimen-
sions. In his analysis, E-minor is the key of
the crucifixion drama, E-major by contrast a
key which transcends the physical events of
the passion. E-major is meant to signal the
resolution of the passion drama — which the
listener, of course, already knows to be the
resurrected life.*2 The sudden key change af-
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ter ‘Erkenne mich’, NBA 15, suggests to
Chafe that this chorale and not the aria at
NBA 13 should be considered the conclusion
to the Lord’s Supper scene.*? Because the
chorale also seems to be an answer to ‘when
they had sung a hymn’, Jaroslav Pelikan
supports this broadening of the Lord’s Sup-
per scene.

When one takes sections NBA 9-15 to be
an interrelated unit centered in the Lord’s
Supper, some additional musical/theological
observations emerge: 1. The assertion that
Jesus loves his own to the ‘end’ finds its pe-
nultimate fulfilment in his ‘going before
them into Galilee’; the Lord’s Supper in
turn, provides the ‘Himmelslust’ (desire for
heaven — the last line of ‘Erkenne mich’)
which leads each beloved believer to the ulti-
mate ‘end’: the ‘Vaters Reich’. 2. While the
immediate connection between the chorale
‘Erkenne mich’ and its preceding recitative
likely centers in the ‘Hirte’ (shepherd) —
Bach himself possibly and mistakenly substi-
tuting that very word for the original ‘Hiiter’
(protector) in Paul Gerhardt’s text*S —
Smend plausibly suggests that the rest of
that stanza from Gerhardt’s hymn provides a
more profound connection. Thus, one
should note that the shepherd is acknow-
ledged as the ‘Quell aller Giiter’ (source of
all goodness), the one who restores with
‘Milch und siiBer Kost’ (milk and sweet vict-
uals — honey?). It is difficult to resist turning
this exodus menu into a poetic reference to
the sacramental food of the final promised
land.*® 3. In NBA 9 the passion history desig-
nates Judas as the first to depart the side of
Jesus, but eventually all the disciples will
leave, as Jesus predicted in the Mount of Ol-
ives discourse. He, on the other hand, re-
mains faithful both in the Lord’s Supper
and, later, in Galilee. Scattering and gather-
ing provide a dynamic which can be under-
stood to undergird this entire section. The
Good Shepherd is the only one able to
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gather because of the blood of the covenant
offered in the Lord’s Supper. Erkenne mich
is as much, if not more, a prayer placed into
the mouth of a Leipzig communicant than it
is a general pious wish of a believer. The
chorale likewise invites recognition of one’s
inability to keep the faith apart from the
Shepherd.4’

There are compelling reasons, it seems to
me, for regarding the Lord’s Supper seg-
ment as embracing everything from NBA 9
through 15. If so, then it becomes even more
obvious that the section is meant to evoke di-
rectly the listener’s own sacramental piety.
It is as if the passion history exists to elicit
Lord’s Supper practice just as sacramental
participation requires an evocation of the
passion history. The final section of this pa-
per explores how this symbiotic relationship
was understood by one of Bach’s favorite
authors.

1L Christ’s Passion and the Lord’s Sup-
per according to August Pfeiffer

August Pfeiffer (1640—-1698) was both
scholar and ecclesiastical bureaucrat. At the
age of twenty-five he was appointed profes-
sor of oriental studies at the University of
Wittenberg. Famous as a linguist Pfeiffer
also himself authored more than fifty writ-
ings, many of them polemical pieces. From
1681-1689 he was archdeacon at St.
Thomas in Leipzig while at the same time
professor of theology at the university. He
concluded his career as an ecclesiastical
superintendent in Liibeck.

Apart from Luther, Pfeiffer apparently
was Bach’s favorite author.*8 Eight titles by
Pfeiffer are included in the inventory of
Bach’s library.*° These volumes comprise
commentaries, sermons, devotional material,
and polemical treatises. One volume was
published in Leipzig the same year as
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Bach’s birth, and consists of a collection of
sermons on the Augsburg Confession. It
bears this title:

Der wolbewdhrte/ evangelische Augapfel/
Oder/ Schrifftmdssige Erkliirung aller Ar-
ticul/ Der/ Augspurgischen/ coNFEssion./ Als
des/ Evangelischen Glaubens-Bekiintniisses/
Darinnen/ So wohl die Evangelische War-
heit/ als der Papisten und ande—/ rer
Falschgliubigen Irrthiimer und Mifbréiuche
durch eigene hieriiber zu S. Thomas in
Leipzig gehaltene/ sermoNEY Griindlich und
deutlich vorgestellet werden (Leipzig, Klosz
1685)

The well-tested evangelical Apple of the Eye,
or an Explantation, tempered by the Scrip-
tures, of all the articles of the Augsburg Con-
fession, including as well the evangelical con-
fessional faith and evangelical truth; also the
papistic and other false-believing errors and
practices are fundamentally and clearly pre-
sented, all through sermons, at St. Thomas in
Leipzig.

The format of this rather large volume (1408
pages) derives from the structure of the
Augsburg Confession itself. Each article is
reproduced, followed by the Roman Catho-
lic confutation, the appropriate article from
the Apology, and concluded finally by a ser-
mon or sermons, each with its own scrip-
tural text. For Article x on the Lord’s Sup-
per this format requires sixty-nine pages in-
cluding four sermons.

The first sermon based on 1 Cor. 10:16
presents a lengthy defense of the Lutheran
position on real presence. Three remaining
sermons form a unit the purpose of which,
Pfeiffer explains, is

to engage in a pastoral meditation, and to
place before your Christian love festal regula-
tions concerning the hospitality of Christ;
[these regulations] are to be received as Chris-
tian table behaviour for worthy communi-
cants — or twelve regulations for guests, four
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before, four during, and four after participa-
tion in the holy supper.®

Worthy personal participation in the Lord’s
Supper had been a concern of Luther al-
ready in the Small Catechism.>' There he
recommended that a lively and trusting faith
is the best preparation. He was calling for an
invested response which employs heart,
mind, and soul. That Pfeiffer advances the
subject of worthiness in three out of four ser-
mons indicates just how important an issue
this was for then practising Lutheran com-
municants.

In his second sermon, then, he lays down
four rules for those who are preparing for
worthy reception of the sacrament:

1. Let one observe the time, come often and
diligently.

1. Let one excite the appetite, be longing for
grace.

u. Let one examine you carefully, make
confession contritely.

iv. Let one listen and pray devotedly, pray
devotionally.32

In the body of this second sermon he ex-
pands section 11 by asking how one can de-
velop an appetite for the Lord’s Supper
should there be a mild case of spiritual ano-
rexia. His prescription is threefold:

1. By testing your public actions.
2. By commemoration of the Lord’s Supper.
3. By meditating on the Lord’s Supper.>?

Here is what Pfeiffer says about the second
of these:

Consider thereby the bitter sufferings and
death of Jesus Christ/ as often as you eat of
this bread and drink form this cup/ you
should proclaim the Lord’s death / until he
comes/ which for you is a remembrance to be
held with gratitude/ until the Lord comes
again on that day. So then, think about the
last quaking and fearful night/ when your Je-



sus/ as a pitiful, lowly worm/ had to turn to
his sufferings on earth/ be seized/ bound/ de-
rided/ despised/ struck/ scourged/ crowned
with thorns/ dammed to death/ and crucified.
Indeed he wants to say thereby/ You have
burdened me with your sins/ you have wea-
ried me with your iniquities! I, I am He who
blots out your transgressions for my own

sake/ and remember your sins never again. Is.
43:24 .54

In the very next section Pfeiffer advises that
hunger can be developed by meditating on
the good gifts of the Lord’s Supper:

If your Saviour would have had in his heart
something higher or more loving, out of love
he would have given your soul the best. What
more could he have lovingly given you/ than
his most holy body and blood/ which he has
received in his communion with the God-
head? How could he have given you a more
faithful bond or love/ or a higher pledge of
grace? Shoudn’t such consideration awaken
in us a spiritual appetite so that we come to
say: Ah, I have a heartfelt desire, my Jesus,
to celebrate the supper with you!5’

In the third sermon based on 1 Cor. 11:26-28
Pfeiffer proposes four guidelines by which
one might achieve worthy participation dur-
ing the Lord’s Supper:

1. Let one approach with faith, let faith not
waiver.

1. Let one separate himself from strange things,
shun earthly thoughts.

m. Let one have a thought for things present,
have holy thoughts.

1v. Let one preserve decorum, restrain
yourself.%6

In the final sermon, also based on 1 Cor.
11:26-28, Pfeiffer lays out four guides de-
signed to prolong a participant’s worthiness
beyond the liturgical event.

1. Let one celebrate God, let your heart be
thankful.

The Institution of the Lord’s Supper

226

1. Let one radiate the eagerness of one’s
undertakings, rejoice constantly over what
happens to you.

. Let one avoid sleep, you should resist sleep.

iv. Let one walk with God, you should
continually walk in God’s ways.5’

Taking up the theme of celebration Pfeiffer
specifies how the communed can extend
their joyous mood:

1. By giving thanks for benefits received.
2. By announcing the Lord’s death .8

The second of these interests us as he then
goes on:

Not only is the holy supper a meal of thanks-
giving/ but also a meal of remembrance./ It is
not enough that a guest thank the Host/ but
he must make known to others the glory
which he has enjoyed [...] With one’s own
community and with other pious Christians
one should sing and speak of the motives and
profits of Jesus Christ’s suffering and death/
the power of which he has permitted to be ex-
perienced in the very valuable supper. [...]
Now it is indeed good that there be a yearly
remembrance of the cross-death of Jesus;/
however, the daily/ especially the solemn re-
membrance by use of the holy supper, is
thereby not abolished.>®

Celebration is not the only way to prolong
worthiness, Pfeiffer continues, but one
should work at nurturing a ‘burning ardor
over the things received’. With a touch that
gainsays the coldness usually attributed to
Lutheran orthodoxy, Pfeiffer compares the
Lord’s Supper to a fine ‘delicate’ meal from
which there is always a lasting aftertaste.

They should ponder the Lord’s death/ not
only as long as the holy action continues/ but
until the Lord comes (even if not right away)
to hold tribunal with many thousand saints/
especially to demand of each one what is his
or her situation/ as he [the Lord] formerly
spoke: so it is my will that one remains



(steadfast) until I come./ What applies to
such a one [saint]? In short: For his whole
life long even till his own day of judgement
he should have ruminated on the nourishment
for his own soul which he has likewise en-
Jjoyed;/ [he should have] experienced from
that an unheard-of aftertaste in his soul/ —
that nourishment rightly transforming into
Spirited life;/ also [he should know] that Je-
sus is with him and remains till the end.6°

With these three sermons Pfeiffer proposed
to offer assistance to communicants who de-
sired to wrap their sacramental attendance
with a cloak of worthiness. It is clear that for
Pfeiffer such worthiness derives from a de-
liberate calling to mind of Christ’s passion.
Such an act of remembrance, he felt, was
sure to develop a hunger for the Lord’s Sup-
per both by recognizing one’s own involve-
ment in causing Christ’s punishment and by
discovering again the unexpected love of
God in Christ’s death, ‘That God meets us
no longer with anger but with love’ (Daf3
Gott uns nicht mehr mit Zorn, sondern mit
Liebe begegnet), as Elke Axmacher has writ-
ten.%!

Further, such an act of remembrance is
the key to extending eucharistic joy, Pfeiffer
urges; therefore let it sound out in word and
song from one Lord’s Supper to another. Let
it fill the time between celebrations with
proclamation, and let that continue from one
generation to another. Finally, because the
believer always interacts with Christ’s pas-
sion from this side of the resurrection, the
passion is always a tale of joy. Such a regu-
lar act of remembrance increasingly intensi-
fies one’s joy over the Lord’s Supper and it
affords a growing desire to reach that time
when with Christ it can be tasted new in the
Father’s kingdom.

In her study of Heinrich Miiller’s passion
sermons, Elke Axmacher concludes that
early eighteenth-century passion preaching
was meant to renew the believer’s life, the
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passion itself not a ‘Schauspiel’ (theatrical
play) but a ‘Spiegel’ (a mirror). Christ’s pas-
sion is not some alien tale describing a life
from years ago, but it is ‘my thing’, the
means by which God provides me a full his-
tory of myself, Luther would say.%2

Pfeiffer showed his own interest in nurtur-
ing personal interaction with the passion
when he proposed his variation on the com-
monly-held three-fold goal for passion
preaching. Sermons, he emphasized, should
lead the believer to deeper appropriation of:
1) the satisfaction Christ has presented God
on our behalf, 2) the merits we receive be-
cause of Christ’s death, and 3) the changes
of life his death generates.®® The three ser-
mons on the Lord’s Supper are meant to
serve the third goal and Pfeiffer boldly ad-
vances the Lord’s Supper as means to that
goal.

For Pfeiffer, and one might assume also
for Bach, the Passion (in the sense that it is
rehearsed in the believer’s hearing) is a
premise for the Lord’s Supper just as the
Lord’s Supper is premise to the Passion. Pas-
sion and the Lord’s Supper exist for the be-
liever in a symbiotic relationship.

In 1519 Luther was beginning to detect
the deep disparity between the Gospel and
the then current sacramental practice. Dur-
ing that year he wrote his ‘Meditation on
Christ’s Passion’ in which he noted the mis-
chief that issues from a separation of the
Lord’s Supper and the love of God in
Christ’s death. With some frustration, he ex-
claims ‘the mass was not instituted for its
own worthiness, but to make us worthy and
to remind us of the passion of Christ’ %4

On the other hand, the Passion is a prem-
ise to the Lord’s Supper. One of the more
profound insights of the passion history is
that the scattered sheep could not be gath-
ered were it not for the death of the Shep-
herd who could then depart in order to pro-
vide the precious gifts for the whole flock
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being gathered. In Luther’s ‘Treatise on the
New Testament’ the verba are lifted up as
the way by which God personalizes the ef-
fects of Christ’s passion: ‘That little word
‘testament’ is a short summary of all God’s
wonders and grace, fulfilled in Christ’.%> ‘In
these words (Christ) promises and bequethes
to you forgiveness of all your sins and the
life eternal’.% The gift of the Lord’s Supper
is therefore the gift of the Passion.

If, as Pfeiffer would have it, the purpose
of sung passions is to engage the listener
and to renew his or her own relationship to
the saving work of God, then the Lord’s Sup-
per section, conceived narrowly or broadly,
is exemplar for fulfilling the goal of the en-
tire Matthdus-Passion. For the Lord’s Sup-
per unit intends to provoke deeper involve-
ment in ritual practice already occurring, par-
ticularly that practice which, unlike
preaching, is shaped specifically for the indi-
vidual, pro me.®’

It remains to be said that this symbiotic re-
lationship between the Lord’s Supper in
practice and the Passion of Christ strikingly
corresponds to contemporary under-
standings of the function of anamnesis in
eucharistic prayers. Such prayers attempt to
articulate and anchor the ritual energies of
the celebration. In structural terms the anam-
nesis consists of a specific section of such a
prayer, and its purpose is to rehearse the
story for present need.

Liturgical history is littered with diver-
gent interpretations of anamnesis, but re-
cently a remarkable ecumenical conver-
gence on this matter has generated this com-
mon statement:

Christ himself with all he has accomplished
for us and for all creation (in his incarnation,
servanthood, ministry, teaching, suffering,
sacrifice, resurrection, ascension, and sending
of the Spirit) is present in this anamnesis,
granting us communion with himself 8

The Institution of the Lord’s Supper

Pfeiffer, Picander, Luther, Bach and the
World Council of Churches make strange
bedfellows! But then we might be witness-
ing the very gathering process which is the
goal and heart of the exemplar.
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